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To establish the differences between academic disciplines with 
regard to the use of social networking platforms in teaching 
and research, we conducted a focus group study among 
Maltepe University scholars in the fields of social and natural 
sciences. Our central finding is that while natural scientists in 
Turkey do not think that social networking platforms can sup-
port traditional education methods, Turkish social scientists 
regard them as a natural tool for both research and teaching. 
Introduction 
With the emergence of Web 2.0 technologies, many dimensions of academic 
life have undergone changes that have had an effect on the way scholars 
work. Online social media sites such as blogs, microblogging sites, and wikis 
are increasingly being used by academics for disseminating information, 
informal communication, and interaction with peers (Gruzd & Staves, 2011). 
In this article, we will show how representatives of different academic 
disciplines—in our case, Turkish social and natural science scholars—make 
use of social networking platforms in teaching and research. The focus is on 
differences in attitudes towards the use of the Web 2.0 services under investi-
gation among representatives of the aforementioned disciplines. Before pro-
ceeding to the methodology and findings of our study, we will briefly sum-
marize the main academia-related advantages and disadvantages of some of 
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the most popular social media sites. Also, we will provide some important 
statistical information concerning the Internet use in Turkey. 
Scholars’ Use of Social Media Sites 
Blogging and microblogging enable a real-time interaction between users 
with the help of different devices, technologies, and applications (Ebner & 
Schiefner, 2008). In addition to Twitter, which seems to be the most popular 
microblogging service nowadays, many educational institutions also use a 
special microblogging platform designed for education: Edmodo.com. They 
use this platform to send notes, links, files, alerts, assignments, and events to 
each other (Holotescu & Grosseck, 2010). 
Microblogging sites are mainly used for dissemination of teachers’ publi-
cations and materials, and for creating user groups in which students and 
teachers can work collaboratively. These sites are capable of facilitating 
virtual classroom discussions, as well as constructing a viable platform for 
metacognition (the practice of thinking about the learning), which can benefit 
comprehension and retention of the material (Grosseck & Holotescu, 2008). 
One of the major disadvantages of blogging and microblogging is that these 
activities demand time. Additionally, the lack of courtesy on the part of stu-
dents or the loss of meaning in an online environment can constitute a serious 
problem. Finally, it must be mentioned that blog entries currently do not 
count as academic publications (see, e.g., Lovink, 2008). 
Facebook, a very popular social networking Web site, enables scholars to 
exchange ideas (with colleagues and students), to disseminate publications, to 
foster teamwork, and more (Cobbs, 2008). While Facebook is widely used by 
students, many instructors avoid it for several reasons: 
The reasons for instructors’ nonparticipation in online social networking sites 
tended to center on three issues: privacy and surveillance, teacher identity, and 
time. Many instructors cited concerns about their online privacy, Web presence, 
adware, spyware, or spam as their main reasons for nonparticipation. (Vie, 2008, 
p. 18) 
Internet Use in Turkey 
According to research conducted by Mediascope Europe in 2012, there were 
approximately thirty-four million Internet users in Turkey (“Türkler inter-
nette zaman geçiriyor,” 2012, July 7). There were approximately thirty-one 
million Facebook users as of March 2012, according to Internet World Stats. 
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Among the social networking sites’ users, the young population comes 
first, and Turkey has a very young population: The majority of the Turkish 
population is represented by young people, about forty percent of whom are 
under the age of fifteen. Seventy-two percent are below the age of thirty-five 
(“Population of Turkey,” 2003, February 2). These statistics are also reflected 
in the social media use trends in Turkey: 
Young males are typically the earliest adopters in emerging internet markets and 
digital platforms. The strong presence of these early adopters in Turkey—71% of 
users are aged 15-34 and 58% are male—implies that there is still room for further 
advancement. (Flanagan, 2009) 
Research Questions and Method 
While the youth population in Turkey has been surrounded by social net-
working sites, Turkish scholars have also become involved with online social 
media, although there still remain problems like the digital divide and a lack 
of Internet literacy. 
The most important research questions concerning the use of social net-
working Web sites in academic institutions in Turkey are as follows: To what 
extent have Turkish scholars adopted social media platforms? Do university 
instructors regard social media tools as course supports? Do they believe that 
the interaction created by these Web sites is helpful for the regulation of their 
courses? 
To answer these questions, we conducted focus group interviews with 
scholars from different disciplines at the Maltepe University in Istanbul. We 
sought to identify scholarly trends in social and natural sciences. Some recent 
studies have indicated that discipline differences might account for dissimi-
larities in the use of social media: Scholars in the sciences make use of social 
media technologies earlier and more frequently than their counterparts in the 
humanities (Gardiner et al., 2006; Maron & Smith, 2008; Dubini et al., 2010). 
For the data collection, we have chosen two small groups composed of six 
social science faculty members representing communication studies and six 
natural science faculty members representing computer engineering. Each 
group consisted of instructors with different academic titles, including assis-
tant professors and lecturers. The participants were mostly between the ages 
of thirty-five and forty-five. 
We determined as keywords “participation,” “reflection,” “interaction,” 
“support,” and “interpretation.” These keywords were introduced to the 
groups and we allowed the participants to speak freely about the subjects. 
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These key concepts were taken from Taylor and Maor’s (2000) study of 
online learning. We analyzed the discussions using audio files of the inter-
views. Apart from the determined concepts, emergent themes coming out of 
the responses were also determined and analyzed. 
The participants were asked to talk freely on the determined keywords 
without much interference on our part. In the beginning of the interviews, we 
acquainted the participants with the subject of our study and the aforemen-
tioned keywords. Then we asked the interviewees whether they had accounts 
on social networking Web sites and whether they used them for educational 
purposes. 
Findings 
The Use of Social Networking Web Sites 
Natural Sciences: Of the six participants, only two had accounts on social 
networking sites. All participants reported that they used Microsoft Network 
(MSN) and e-mail. While they used MSN only in their private lives, they 
used e-mail to communicate with students. The participants who used social 
networking sites reported to have both Facebook and Twitter accounts. They 
did not use blogs, wikis, or video sharing sites. All of them used File Transfer 
Protocol (FTP). 
 
Social Sciences: All of the participants had accounts on social networking 
sites. While all of them had Facebook accounts, only four had Twitter ac-
counts and only three used blogs. None of them used wikis or video sharing 
sites. Five of the six used MSN. All participants stated that they used e-mail 
for communication. All of them used FTP. 
Participation 
The participants were asked to talk freely about this keyword. To trigger a 
discussion, we asked them whether the communication with students by 
means of social networking Web sites increased students’ participation in the 
classroom. 
 
Natural Sciences: Of the six participants, five argued that communicating 
with students via online social networks did not increase their participation in 
the classroom. Professor 5 stated that in engineering sciences, it was very 
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difficult to educate students by means of social networking sites. Professor 1 
drew attention to another negative dimension:  
In particular, there is a problem with students using Facebook for educational 
purposes. They give copies to each other. Facebook is becoming a media for 
providing copies. I do not approve of that. (our translation) 
As was pointed out by Professor 2, Erasmus students were more willing 
to communicate with their professors via social networking sites. 
 
Social Sciences: All participants stated that the use of social networking sites 
in teaching positively affected lecture attendance and participation in the 
classroom. Professor 1 confirmed this phenomenon: 
Social media are very fast. Sharing information about the lecture on these plat-
forms increases the attendance. (our translation) 
Professor 3 agreed with this assessment:  
Working with my shared files on Facebook and Twitter in class increases the at-
tendance. Students show more interest. (our translation) 
Professor 4 also recognized the usefulness of these sites: 
Especially in application classes, social networking sites are a very effective and 
productive way to increase attendance. I realized that there is a considerable in-
crease in attendance compared to before and after using social networking sites. I 
can see that students who make use of my shared lecture notes on my blog are 
more active in class. (our translation) 
Reflection 
On social networking sites, teachers and students can create a virtual identity 
and, thus, be connected to each other in a huge Internet platform that enables 
them to reach and share all kinds of information and knowledge. Given this, 
it appears that the use of online social networks as a medium for reflection 
might be a new channel for teaching methods. All kinds of audio, visual, and 
textual documents that are shared by the teachers and students might promote 
critical thinking and reflexivity. 
 
Natural Sciences: The idea that social networking sites do not support re-
flection and even affect it in a negative way seems to be widely spread 
among Turkish professors of natural sciences. Except for one professor, the 
participants agreed that social networking sites were not platforms suitable 
for natural sciences. Professor 2 expressed the following concerns: 
36 Selva Ersöz Karakulakoğlu and Övünç Meriç 
Social networking sites cannot be used to manage projects and develop ideas. It 
seems like it makes science easier. No work and no effort. Students popularize 
everything. All work done is undervalued. (our translation) 
Only one professor had moderate views regarding online social networks: 
The aim is important. I establish a target group on Facebook according to my aim 
and share the documents. I share information through mobile technology. It expe-
dites the students’ work to reach information, but I do not use it for scientific shar-
ing. (our translation) 
Social Sciences: The general opinion of all the professors interviewed was 
that the use of social networking sites increased their students’ ability to 
access important information and their critical thinking skills. This belief was 
shared by Professor 5: 
In application classes, in terms of visual design and video analysis, the students 
can both develop and criticize themselves. Narration in classes supported by so-
cial media applications increases the ability to interpret information. (our transla-
tion) 
Professor 6 agreed: 
Social networking sites prepare students for the field. They increase creativity. 
Students follow up their final projects and project results through Facebook, Twit-
ter, and blogs and get feedback. I find this very important. (our translation) 
The interviewees, thus, shared the view that social networking sites can affect 
reflection in a positive way. 
Interaction 
As was already mentioned above, social networking sites can be used for the 
dissemination of teachers’ publications and course materials, and for creating 
user groups in which students and teachers can work collaboratively. In this 
way, social networking sites can help build a connection between teachers 
and students. 
 
Natural Sciences: The general trend was not to interact with students by 
means of social networking sites. Of the four professors, only two had ac-
counts on social networking platforms, and only one of them reported inter-
acting with students on these platforms. According to this participant, social 
networking sites can facilitate teacher-student communication: 
Through Facebook it is very easy to create an activity, to make announcements 
and get feedback instantly with the group I established. With mobile technologies 
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students are immediately informed about all messages I relayed and make com-
ments. This makes my job easier. (our translation) 
Other professors said that they were against social networking sites be-
cause they did not want to expose their privacy. 
 
Social Sciences: Professors in this group all had positive views about inter-
acting with students by means of social networking sites. Professor 3’s re-
sponse was representative of this group’s optimism:  
When you get in touch with a student on Facebook, your contact in everyday life 
improves. It becomes a double-sided interaction. You get to know the student bet-
ter. (our translation) 
Support 
Natural Sciences: The participants did not practice the use of social net-
working sites for educational purposes in their courses. What is more, they 
were against the students’ use of social networks for this purpose. According 
to the participants, face-to-face interaction was more important. They accen-
tuated discredit for students who followed the courses in social networks and 
shared documents via these. The quite common belief was that the content 
posted on social networking platforms did not support education in natural 
sciences. According to one of the participants, these sites are simply not 
compatible with the educational efforts of learning institutions: 
The use of social networking sites is causing a loss of time and misunderstanding. 
I do not think that the use of these platforms suffices to master a subject, no mat-
ter if the subject is related to natural sciences or social sciences. (our translation) 
Social Sciences: In this group, social networking sites were regarded as a 
supportive element in teaching. The participants did not oppose the use of 
social networking platforms by students. Moreover, they considered these 
platforms to be part of the social sciences. One of the participants reiterated 
the following benefits of these sites: 
Social networks are always part of communication sciences. Social networking 
platforms themselves are course material. Thus, teachers and students can be able 
to work on the same material. (our translation) 
Interpretation 
This term refers to students and educators’ co-construction of meaning in a 
congruent and connected manner. This co-construction of meaning (of what 
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is going on in class) can affect, in an important way, academic success, moti-
vation, communication, interaction, and more. 
 
Natural Sciences: The participants had negative attitudes towards the use of 
social networking platforms, believing that these prevented their dialogue 
with students. The participants did not regard the use of these platforms as a 
process of sharing and interpretation of information and knowledge. One of 
the participants shared the following concerns: 
In the field of social sciences, the relationship between students and instructors 
might be different, but in natural sciences, this process operates in a different way. 
Communication in social networking sites does not permit a dialog. (our transla-
tion) 
Social Sciences: All of the participants argued that the higher degree of inter-
action between instructors and students had affected course productivity in a 
positive way. Students’ online presence affected in an important way the 
content production and their interpretation of the course material. It was use-
ful not only for the course content but also for the teaching rules and social 
behavior. 
During our interviews, it was observed that two notions, other than those 
five categories we had previously determined, became prominent: “privacy” 
and “event management and mobility.” These were mentioned by ten (out of 
twelve) participants during their free talk on the use of social networking 
platforms. In the following sections, we will enlarge on what was stated in 
connection with these notions by our participants. 
Privacy 
Social networking sites are public and free, and thus readily available for 
everyone. In general, students often disregard the rules of grammar and for-
mal precepts when posting on online social networks. Furthermore, social 
networking sites do not operate according to normative notions of power as 
well as sexual and educational hierarchies between teachers and students. 
 
Natural Sciences: All participants were concerned about the possible loss of 
privacy when utilizing online social networks. This fear also created anxiety 
about the general loss of control regarding what is going on with social me-
dia. One participant expressed the following concerns: 
The process could get out of control. Common use of personal information could 
be a disadvantage. I cannot risk myself by sharing my life. I don’t want my per-
sonal life to become students’ material. (our translation) 
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Social Sciences: The interviewees in this group also had anxieties about the 
secrecy of their private lives. They pointed out that providing information 
about their private lives in their profiles on social networking sites would 
result in sharing this information with their students. They feared that this 
would result in an uncontrollable flow of information. Because of this, the 
participants limited the access to their profiles on online social networks by 
means of not adding their students to their “friends” lists and by sharing in-
formation only through user groups. 
Event Management and Mobility 
Students use services like Facebook and Twitter, not only to stay in touch 
with existing friends and to make new ones, but also to exchange information 
about classes, lectures, and all kinds of events or whatever else might interest 
them. The most prevalent use of social networking sites in the university 
community was creating profiles and groups to communicate with others. 
 
Natural Sciences: Even the participants who did not use social networking 
platforms had reached an agreement concerning the use of these platforms for 
event management and relaying various notifications. The common view was 
that events organized with the help of social media could increase participa-
tion and mobility. 
 
Social Sciences: All participants in this group organized events by means of 
launching educational groups. According to them, social networking sites 
facilitated event organization. Participants emphasized the idea that it in-
creased the class participation and mobilized students. 
Conclusion 
The main objective of our interviews was to determine the differences in the 
use of social networking sites by natural and social science scholars in Tur-
key. Our point of departure was the expectation (based on the previous re-
search on this matter) that natural science scholars would be more enthusias-
tic about the use of social media in teaching and research than their counter-
parts in social sciences. But our interviews did not confirm this expectation: 
On the contrary, whereas the interviewees from the natural sciences think that 
social networking sites do not support traditional education methods and, 
thus, cannot be used as an appropriate tool for teaching, the interviewees 
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from the social sciences regard social media as a natural tool for both teach-
ing and research. 
Social networking sites are constructing milestones in every field of life, 
including education. It seems that the future of education will develop around 
them. The use of social networking platforms will also develop in the Turkish 
higher education system. An important aspect to remember is that social 
networking platforms should be integrated to course content and should not 
be used only for better and effective communication with students but also 
for a more valuable use in combination with university courses: 
The problem is not so much providing access for students surrounded by technol-
ogy but rather effectively integrating technological literacy instruction into the 
composition classroom in meaningful ways. (Vie, 2008, p. 9) 
Some limitations of this study and some open research questions for the 
future work should be added to our conclusion. In addition to a very small 
number of our interviewees (12), it must be also mentioned that in this study 
we took only the scholars’ point of view into consideration. Furthermore, the 
technical dimensions related to the environment where this research was 
carried out—the Maltepe University—undeniably constitutes another limita-
tion: The participants were all members of staff of this university, so the 
university’s technical infrastructure might account for their use of social 
networking sites. In the future, the effectiveness of social networking sites in 
education can be analyzed both from the teachers’ and students’ perspectives 
to better understand the weaknesses and strengths of these platforms. 
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